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Abstract
Establishing close bonds with others is more difficult for those with lower (vs. higher) selfesteem, especially when interpersonal risk is salient. The literature on risk regulation has focused
predominantly on how self-esteem moderates responses to internal relationship concerns such as
relationship insecurities and acute doubts about a romantic partner’s regard. However, little
research has examined how people react when external forces, such as financial strain and health
concerns, threaten to jeopardize their bonds with their romantic partners. The present research
examines whether self-esteem affects how people regulate relational risk elicited by external
stressors. I also examine whether self-protective responses differ as a function of the type of
external threat. I hypothesized that people facing a health or financial threat would exhibit
stronger relational self-protection goals than those who were not threatened at all, as well as that
among those facing external threats, those lower in self-esteem would be more self-protective
than those higher in self-esteem. Using hypothetical scenarios to manipulate threat, Study 1 (N =
580) found that self-protection was heightened among people who had experienced an external
threat relative to control participants. However, self-esteem did not moderate this effect. Study 2
(N = 338) asked participants to recall a threatening experience to manipulate threat. Inconsistent
with Study 1, Study 2 found that self-protection was not heightened among people who had
experienced an external threat. However, self-esteem moderated the relationship between
condition and self-protection, such that self-protection was higher for people lower in selfesteem in the control condition compared to the health threat condition. Self-protection was also
heightened for people higher in self-esteem in the health threat condition compared to the control
condition.
Keywords: risk regulation, self-esteem, relationship quality, romantic relationships
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An Examination of External Threats on Romantic Behaviour in People with Low SelfEsteem
Romantic life is rife with motivational conflict. For example, deciding to share one's
feelings with a crush increases the chances of connection and intimacy, but leaves one exposed
and discomfited should the crush not return their feelings. Similarly, responding constructively to
a partner's hostility in the middle of a conflict might increase the chances that the conflict gets
resolved amicably, but it also leaves one vulnerable should the partner continue to behave badly.
When such conflict arises, people’s risk regulation system (Murray et al., 2006) helps to
reconcile competing motivations to connect with one’s partner and pursue intimacy, or to protect
oneself from the sting of rejection by maintaining distance from partners.
However, interpersonal risk does not solely stem from internal relationship situations. It
may be the case that stressors from sources external to the relationships – such as financial
pressure or a health concern – may activate goals to connect with one’s partner while also raising
the possibility that one’s bond with a partner may be strained. The present research investigates
whether risk regulation processes are initiated by external threats that could impact people’s
relationships and whether individual differences in how people regulate interpersonal risk also
guide how they regulate risk from external sources. In addition, I also explore whether selfprotective responses differ as a function of the type of external threat. Across two studies, I
examine how people with low (vs. high) self-esteem regulate risk stemming from external
relationship threats through hypothetical scenarios (Study 1) and recall of threatening situations
experienced with one’s partner (Study 2). I predict the tendency for self-protection to be
heightened among people experiencing an external threat compared to those who are not, as well
as for those with low (vs. high) self-esteem.
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The Risk Regulation System
People have a fundamental motivation to establish close bonds with others (Bartz &
Lydon, 2006; Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Bowlby, 1969/1982). They are driven to pursue
relationships and meaningful connections with others because becoming interdependent grants
people opportunities to obtain psychological benefits such as feeling cared for and understood
(Pietromonaco & Collins, 2017; Sebern & Riegel, 2009). However, pursuing these
interdependence opportunities may also make people more vulnerable to rejection (Cavallo et al.,
2013). That is, many of the same behaviours that can foster the development of close
relationships, such as being open and sharing one’s feelings or emotions in a certain situation,
require one to be vulnerable to another person. This vulnerability cedes control over one’s
outcomes (Cavallo et al., 2013), thereby increasing the cost of potential rejection. For example,
asking a potential new partner out on a date requires one to be unguarded and vulnerable.
However, doing so raises the risk that the other person may reject them and the pain that would
occur should such rejection occur. This unique motivational tension of wanting to establish close
bonds by seeking intimacy and closeness from others while simultaneously not wanting to feel
rejected or vulnerable is a fundamental dilemma of interdependence (Murray et al., 2006; 2008).
To negotiate a balance between seeking intimacy and closeness and protecting against
rejection from one’s partner, Murray and colleagues (2006) proposed the risk regulation model.
The model assumes that navigating interdependent life requires a regulatory system that operates
to shift priority between two competing goals – the goal of seeking connection and the goal of
protecting against rejection – contingent on the situational circumstance (Murray et al., 2006).
When people prioritize connectedness goals, they behave in relationship-promoting ways,
such as reaching out for support when feeling hurt or disclosing personal information to a
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romantic partner. Connectedness goals are likely to be activated when one feels accepted, valued,
secure, and confident in their romantic partner’s regard (i.e., when the risk of rejection is low),
and thus people are able to effectively set aside self-protection concerns (Cavallo et al., 2009;
Murray et al., 2006). In addition, the activation of connectedness goals is functional in that one’s
means of managing a dangerous world with threatening stimuli is to seek connection to others
who will comfort, protect, and keep them safe. Closeness and proximity seeking are core
concepts of secure relationships when people feel threatened, fear, or in danger and perceive the
need for protection or support (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003). Therefore, this link between seeking
connection at the risk of rejection reflects the evolutionary theory that experiencing a threat or
danger with others increases the chances of reproductive success as well as the likelihood of
survival. When one encounters a threat (e.g., a predator or the loss of a close attachment bond) it
generates a need for protection and automatically activates one’s attachment system (Bowlby,
1969/1982; Mikulincer et al., 2002). That is, when feeling upset or threatened, one pursues a
connection with partners by seeking proximity to and comfort from close others to achieve
feelings of relief and security (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003).
In contrast, when people prioritize self-protection goals, they behave defensively in ways
that may dull the sting of rejection, such as pulling away from one’s romantic partner. Selfprotection goals are likely activated when one doubts their partner’s regard. That is when the
perceived risk of rejection is high. These goals allow people to minimize dependence on one’s
partner so that rejection would be a less painful experience if it were to occur (Cavallo et al.,
2009; Murray et al., 2006; 2008). When the risk of rejection is high, people should be cautious
by limiting future partner dependence. Restricting dependence allows people to minimize the
chance of being in situations where their partner might be unresponsive, modifying their
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perceptions of their romantic partner (i.e., viewing them more negatively; Murray et al., 2006).
This partner and relationship diminishment reduces the future pain of rejection and potentially
protects one’s sense of worthiness of interpersonal connections (Murray et al., 2006). In contrast,
when confident in a partner’s regard, people should feel that they can safely risk greater
dependence on their partner, view their partner more positively, and risk greater commitment to
one’s partner and relationship (Murray et al., 2006).
Threatening stimuli or events not only motivate one’s need to belong, as seen in the form
of connection goals, but such goals may also trigger concurrent and competing self-protection
goals since relying on one’s partner for support makes one vulnerable to rejection. Thus, when
faced with a threatening situation, people are forced to prioritize either connectedness or selfprotection goals as well as to decide which goal they are going to pursue (Cavallo et al., 2012).
This behavioural response system can be triggered through individual differences, such as selfesteem (Murray et al., 2006).
Self-Esteem Differences in Risk Regulation Sensitivity
A person’s self-esteem influences the perceived risk of rejection in interpersonal
relationships. Increased self-confidence, more commonly seen in those with high self-esteem
(HSEs), fosters feelings of being accepted and valued by one’s partner. In contrast, self-doubt,
seen in those with low self-esteem (LSEs), fosters greater doubt in a partner’s regard (Murray et
al., 2003; 1998). For example, a study by Murray et al. (2000) found that dating and married
people with lower (vs. higher) self-esteem dramatically underestimated how positively their
partner viewed them. Similarly, in studies examining the contamination of self-doubt on
relationship beliefs, Murray et al. (2001) found that people troubled by self-doubt, such as those
with low self-esteem, underestimated the strength of their romantic partner’s love for them,
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which led to less positive perceptions of their partner. Moreover, even when low self-esteem
people were posed with a non-relationship-based threat to the self, that is, a threat directly
affecting the participant but not the relationship as a whole (i.e., fear of performing poorly on an
intelligence test), low self-esteem people reported less need for their romantic relationships
(Murray et al., 1998, Study 4). They believed their partner would behave more negatively
towards them in the future and reported less positive attributes and characteristics in their partner
compared to those with high self-esteem (Murray et al., 1998, Study 4). Low self-esteem
people’s unwarranted or unwanted insecurities are largely a projection reflecting their selfperceptions and worthiness of love leading them to incorrectly assume that others see them as
negatively as they see themselves (Murray et al., 2000). Thus, people who have more negative
self-views and feel less valued by others are likely to engage in greater self-protection and
experience greater doubt about their partner’s caring.
In a series of studies, Murray and colleagues (2002) examined risk regulation in people
with low self-esteem and how acceptance needs constrain low self-esteem people’s capacity to
protect their relationships. They found that when participants were led to believe that a
characteristic of their personality might lead to future relationship difficulties or that their partner
perceived faults in them, low self-esteem participants allowed these acute concerns about
rejection to contaminate their perceptions of themselves and their relationship (Murray et al.,
2002, Study 3). Additionally, low self-esteem participants reported less positive and optimistic
beliefs about their partner, diminished feelings of closeness, and heightened feelings of selfdoubt (Murray et al., 2002, Study 3). In contrast, people with high self-esteem were able to draw
on past experiences of feeling accepted and valued by their partner, enabling them to buffer
against some of the hurt posed by these acute concerns (Murray et al., 2002; Study 3).

EXTERNAL THREATS ON ROMANTIC BEHAVIOUR

6

Furthermore, when a romantic partner had a negative mood and the cause of the mood was
ambiguous, low self-esteem people felt more responsible for their partner’s negative mood, felt
more rejected by their partner, and felt more hostile towards their partner than those with high
self-esteem (Bellavia & Murray, 2003). These mistaken perceptions are problematic as people
are only likely to risk the possibility of rejection and prioritize connectedness when they feel
attached to and valued by their partner. Instead, as a defence against the sting of anticipated
rejection from an annoyed, irritated, or moody partner, low self-esteem people distance
themselves from their relationship, finding less value in their partner, less reason for hope in the
future, and a diminished sense of connection (Murray et al., 2002). Such apprehensions motivate
people with low self-esteem to forego many of the behaviours that facilitate intimacy (e. g.,
reaching out for support when feeling hurt) and instead to self-protectively distance themselves
from their relationship partners (Murray et al., 2002, 2006).
Ironically, however, these self-protective behaviours often bring about the rejection that
people with low self-esteem seek to prevent (Cavallo et al., 2013). For instance, Murray et al.
(2008) found that people with low self-esteem who were primed with approach goals
internalized their partner’s criticism. They worried that their partner saw them as generally
undesirable, leading them to reduce their future willingness to seek and provide support to their
partner, a component of interdependence critical for maintaining satisfying relationships (Murray
et al., 2008). In contrast, when feeling threatened, those high in self-esteem reported stronger
chronic desires to promote the strengths of their relationship and were able to set aside selfprotection concerns and instead provided reasons to trust their partner (Murray et al., 2008).
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External Threats and Regulating Risk in Romantic Relationships
In addition to the interpersonal risk regulation system shifting the priority to seeking
closeness or self-protection as a function of individual differences in self-esteem, goal priorities
also shift in response to situational relationship threats. That is, competing goals can be activated
by experiences of acceptance or rejection from one’s partner. For example, imagine that Kate
wants to talk to her partner Jim about her stressful day at work and the disagreement with her
boss. The situation would activate both connection goals and self-protection goals such that Kate
would want to reach out to her partner and discuss her feelings about the situation and thus,
engage in connection. However, engaging in connection raises the risk of her partner rejecting
her, leading to self-protection. If Kate has prior experience of Jim being responsive to her when
discussing her job and boss, the situation will activate both goal priorities since there is always a
chance that her partner will be unresponsive. However, her previous direct experiences of Jim’s
acceptance in those situations will predominantly activate and shift priority towards
connectedness goals. Kate’s prior experience of her partner being responsive to her has shifted
her pursuit from self-protection to connection. On the other hand, if Kate has prior experience of
Jim being dismissive to her when discussing her job and boss, the situation will predominantly
activate and shift priority towards self-protection goals as prior experience in such situations has
resulted in her partner’s rejection. In this case, Kate’s prior experience of her partner being
unresponsive to her has shifted her pursuit from connection to self-protection.
The risk regulation system also suggests that the intensity of the competing conflict
between self-protection and connectedness goals may depend on the immediacy of the threat.
That is, when a threat arises from factors internal to the relationship, the threat is more urgent
and thought to affect whether one pursues connection or self-protection with their partner. For
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example, imagine that Jim lied to Kate. This threat is thought to be more immediate and serious
because the threat is arising from within Kate’s relationship world (Murray et al., 2008),
specifically from her partner. An experience with an “internal” threat such as this is presumed to
escalate the conflict between competing goals because it is directly activating both connection
and self-protection motivations. That is, Kate wants to engage in self-protection as her partner
has hurt and angered her, and thus, she wants to protect herself from the current and any future
vulnerability. However, Kate also wants to reach out to her partner for comfort and discuss the
situation, activating connectedness goals. The internal threat, in this case, has escalated the
competing goal pursuits because Kate needs and wants comfort from the person who had hurt
her.
Following Bowlby’s (1969/1982) theorizing about the nature of attachment, Murray et al.
(2008) assumes that similar to internal threats, external threats should activate connectedness
goals and wanting to seek out one’s partner. However, due to the threat being from the world
“external” to one’s relationship, the threat is believed to be less immediate. That is, when a threat
arises from factors external to the relationship, the threat is considered to be less prominent and
urgent. As a result of the threat being less immediate, it is thought to directly activate connection
with one’s partner, which in turn activates self-protection concerns. For example, imagine that
Kate was lied to by a friend. An “external” threat such as this is assumed to lead Kate to feel
vulnerable and upset with the situation, resulting in her wanting to seek comfort and solace in her
partner. This desire to feel safe when vulnerable directly activates connectedness goals and
Kate’s pursuit of approaching her partner. However, needing comfort from her partner then
indirectly activates self-protection goals as there is the risk that her partner will not be responsive
to her need for support. Furthermore, although Murray et al. (2008) suggests that both internal
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and external threats can activate self-protection, the risk regulation model assumes that selfprotection is indirectly activated as a result of connection goals being heightened for threats that
are less immediate (i.e., external to one’s relationship world). Interestingly, whereas the direct
effects of internal threats on the activation of the risk regulation system have been explored indepth (Murray et al., 2006; 2008), the idea that external threats may activate competing risk
regulation goals directly is an untested assumption.
Relationship threats do not exist in a vacuum. They are multifaceted and can have
detrimental effects on both the person and their relationship. External threatening events often
begin as individual stressors for which people may turn to their partner for support and
connection, but they can also have negative implications for one’s relationship. That is, people
are not only concerned and scared that, for example, they or their partner will lose their job or
fall ill. People also become worried and anxious that the negative event will have ramifications
on their relationship and that their relationship as a whole may be in jeopardy. Therefore, for the
purposes of this research, I conceptualized external threats as events that originate outside of a
relationship context. In contrast to internal threats, which may stem from relationship events that
elicit concerns about a partner’s continued caring and regard in a straightforward way, external
threats are stressors that may come from the outside world. While the implications of these
events may eventually raise concerns about a partner’s caring, these external events do not
arouse these concerns directly.
Research has yet to test the assumption of external forces, such as financial or health
concerns, can elicit interpersonal risk regulation processes. Specifically, this paper examines two
external forces that have been found to affect both individuals and romantic relationships. The
first threat examined in this paper will be threats to a person’s health. Health threats are common
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stressors experienced by romantic couples with the outcomes of experiencing positive and
negative health diagnoses in couples (Harden et al., 2006; Sharabi et al., 2016; Valente et al.,
2021) being well documented. Second, this paper examines financial threats as romantic couples
have reported financial concerns to be one of their top stressors in daily life (Dew, 2008).
Health Threats
Romantic partners function as a unit supporting, caring, and loving one another. Thus,
experiencing health threats such as an illness or disability can affect and change the relationship
dynamics altering dyadic roles, communication, and the psychological well-being of both
partners (Préau et al., 2011; Rolland, 1994; Wickrama et al., 1997). Health threats, ranging from
a minor cold to a diagnosis or operation can thus, place great stress and worry not only on the
patient but also on their spouse or partner. For instance, in a study examining the role of spousal
anxiety and depression in partner recovery after a cardiac event, Moser and Dracup (2004) found
that the spouses of recovering patients were more emotionally distressed, experiencing higher
levels of anxiety and depression, as well as poorer psychosocial adjustment to their partner being
ill compared to the patients themselves. Similarly, when examining psychological distress in
women diagnosed with advanced breast cancer and their spouses, Hasson‐Ohayon and
colleagues (2010) found that the spouses of those diagnosed reported greater psychological
distress, including global distress, depression, and anxiety, compared to patients. Additionally, in
a longitudinal study examining patterns of psychological distress in couples facing colorectal
cancer, romantic partners reported higher levels of psychological distress prior to the surgery as
well as three and six months after the surgery compared to the patient (Tuinstra et al., 2004).
Thus, health threats not only affect the patient psychologically, but also spouses or romantic
partners, and at times to an even greater extent than the patient.
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Moreover, while health stressors begin as individual stressors that are external to the
relationship, health threats also have direct implications for one’s relationship. Specifically,
when the threat is more salient, health threats have been found to strengthen relationships (Préau
et al., 2011). In a study examining whether people became closer to their partners two years after
a cancer diagnosis, Préau et al. (2011) found that among 3221 participants who were still living
with the same partner two years after a cancer diagnosis, more than one-third of men and more
than 40% of women declared that being diagnosed with cancer and undergoing treatment had
brought them closer to their partner. In another study examining romantic couples coping with
breast cancer together, 42% of couples interviewed twelve months after a diagnosis said that the
introduction of breast cancer in their lives had improved their relationship (Dorval et al., 2005).
Fergus et al. (2002) and Harden et al. (2006) also reported that being diagnosed with prostate
cancer brought couples closer together and led to partners appreciating each other more. These
findings suggest that external threats not only trigger stress and concern for the person but also
directly affect the relationship as a whole.
Financial Threats
Financial concerns are another common external source of stress faced by couples. Due
to a lack of financial resources, financial strain can include but is not limited to having difficulty
paying bills, difficulty purchasing food or essential items, difficulty paying for utilities, or
difficulty covering transportation costs (Frankham et al., 2020). Financial concerns are a primary
source of conflict for people, especially among romantic couples (Papp et al., 2009). Studies
have found that in couples where one partner is experiencing finance-related worries or financial
strain, the other partner also reports experiencing distress and strain (Falconier & Epstein, 2011;
Papp et al., 2009; Ward et al., 2021). Compared to other relationship issues, such as issues with
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intimacy or insecurity, studies have found that couples rate conflicts regarding financial strain to
be the most stressful, pervasive, and problematic, having severe relationship consequences and
implications (Papp et al., 2009; Vinokur et al., 1996; Ward et al., 2021).
Experiencing such instability and uncertainty over one’s financial situation has been
linked to great psychological and emotional distress, leaving people at risk for depression,
anxiety and low life satisfaction (Bialowolski & Weziak‐Bialowolska, 2021; Butterworth et al.,
2012; Marshall et al., 2021; Xiao et al., 2009). Conversely, although finance-related concerns
begin as individual stressors generating psychological distress and lower emotional well-being,
such individual stressors can become relationship stressors by giving rise to reductions in mutual
support or increases in negative interactions within the couple. Specifically, financial concerns
have been found to place great anxiety and worry on couples being negatively associated with
experiences of relationship quality. For example, in a study examining economic hardship on
relationship satisfaction in couples, financial strain had significant effects on depressive
symptoms of both partners, which in turn led partners to withdraw social support and increase
social undermining (i.e., acting unpleasantly or angrily towards their partner; Vinokur et al.,
1996). These negative behaviour outcomes were also found to lead to additional adverse effects
on satisfaction within the relationship (Vinokur et al., 1996).
In another study examining financial strain and stressful events in communicative
behaviours in couples, Williamson et al. (2013) found that partners experiencing financial strain
led couples to engage in more negative communication behaviours. Such behaviours included
hostility such as shouting and criticism, undermining behaviour, and interrogation, which is
particularly damaging in romantic relationships (Williamson et al., 2013). In addition, financial
stressors (e.g., being in dept) have been found to predict lower levels of marital satisfaction and
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marital quality (Archuleta et al., 2011; Dew & Xiao, 2013; Gudmunson et al., 2007; Stewart et
al., 2017), as well as higher rates of marital distress and divorce (Dew, 2011; Dew et al., 2012).
Research by Conger et al. (1990) also found that experiencing financial concerns promoted
hostility, decreased warm and supportive behaviours, and led married couples to evaluate their
marriage more negatively.
As demonstrated in the studies described above (Dew & Xiao, 2013; Marshall et al.,
2021; Williamson et al., 2013), some external threats, while they affect the individual, can also
lead to relationship consequences and implications. These findings suggest that external financial
events, similar to health threats, may not only trigger stress for which people might turn to their
partners for support or comfort but also activate the possibility of relationship loss directly.
More specifically, recent research has suggested that external threats can lead to selfprotective behaviour and not connection or closeness as previously suggested by Bowlby’s
(1969/1982) attachment system. In a recent study, Emery and Finkel (2021) examined whether
living in chronically precarious environments (i.e., low socioeconomic status environments) led
people to prioritize self-protection or connection motivations. Across three studies they
examined whether one’s socioeconomic background would make people think in self-protective
ways when making judgments about their relationship, have stronger self-protective tendencies
and whether these self-protective tendencies are associated with lower relationship satisfaction.
They found that lower socioeconomic status individuals made more self-protective judgments
about their partner’s thoughts and feelings, reported greater self-protection, and systematically
underestimated their partner’s commitment level compared to those high in socioeconomic status
(Emery & Finkel, 2021). Self-protection resulting from social class and feelings of vulnerability
also, in turn, predicted lower relationship satisfaction for the couples (Emery & Finkel, 2021).
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This study suggests that chronically threatening situations external to one’s relationship may not
lead to closeness or turning to one’s partner for safety and security as initially proposed by
Bowlby’s (1969/1982) theory of the nature of attachment. That is, chronically precarious
environments, which contain persistent external threats, can activate risk regulation impacting
self-protection motivations over connection motivations. Building upon this finding, I seek to
examine whether people with low self-esteem, versus those with high self-esteem, regulate risk
in response to external stressors in the same way they do internal stressors in addition to whether
self-protective responses differ as a function of the type of acute external threat.
The Present Research
In two experimental studies, I examine how people with low (vs. high) self-esteem
regulate risk stemming from external relationship threats. Specifically, the present studies test
whether people with low self-esteem versus those with high self-esteem regulate risk in response
to external stressors in the same way they do internal stressors. Specifically, do external threats
trigger self-protection goals directly rather than indirectly through heightened connection goals
as previously suggested by Murray et al. (2008). In addition, I also examine whether selfprotective responses differ as a function of the type of external threat. This research builds upon
the preceding interpersonal risk regulation and self-esteem literature in several ways. First, past
literature examining interpersonal risk regulation has predominantly focused on how self-esteem
moderates responses to internal relationship concerns such as relationship insecurities and acute
doubts about a romantic partner’s regard. In addition, studies examining risk regulation and selfesteem have limited their research exclusively to threats to the participant. To bridge this gap, the
present research examines how people react when external forces specifically affecting one’s
romantic partner, such as financial and health concerns, threaten to jeopardize their bond with
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their partner as well as their relationship as a whole. The present studies focused on threats to
one's partner in order to avoid the threat manipulation directly activating self-threats (i.e., raising
the likelihood that their partners would reject them because of something they did, such as losing
their job or getting sick).
Second, research has examined the distinct impact of both financial and health threats on
relationship outcomes independently but has yet to compare these external influences to each
other or tested their impact on self-protection and connection motivations. The current research,
by comparison, examined both financial and health threats simultaneously to gain a better
understanding of the different influences and outcomes on relationship behaviours and risk
regulation processes, specifically for people with low self-esteem. Third, this is the first set of
studies to examine whether the extent to which people seek to connect with partners or selfprotect against the pain of relationship loss in the face of external relationship threats depends on
people’s chronic self-esteem.
I tested two hypotheses across two studies. First, I hypothesized that people facing a
health or financial threat would exhibit stronger relational self-protection goals than those who
were not threatened at all. Moreover, I predicted self-protection to be highest when facing a
financial threat relative to health threats. Based on prior literature, compared to health threats
which tend to lead to more positive relationship outcomes (i.e., feeling closer to one’s partner;
Préau et al., 2011), financial threats have been found to impact romantic relationships more
negatively (i.e., eroding partner trust and relationship satisfaction; Jetter & Kristoffersen, 2018;
Stewart et al., 2017). Second, I hypothesized that among those facing external threats (i.e., a
financial threat or a health threat), those with low self-esteem would be more self-protective than
those with high self-esteem. In contrast, although self-esteem does predict self-protection in
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general, self-esteem would not exaggerate self-protective responses among participants who are
not facing an external threat. In the control condition, participants did not read a threatening
scenario and instead only responded to the self-esteem and dependent measures. Therefore, selfesteem should be less predictive of self-protection in the control condition relative to the threat
conditions as self-esteem was predicted to exaggerate threatening self-protection motivations. In
addition, the examination of connection goals in this research was exploratory. Thus, no
predictions were made for connection goals as the studies in this paper were primarily interested
in examining self-protection motivations.
These predictions were tested in two studies. Study 1 examined low self-esteem people’s
proclivity to connect or self-protect when faced with an external threat that is outside of their
control as well as whether connection or self-protection differ as a function of the type of
external threat one faces. Study 2 sought to address some of the main limitations of Study 1
while examining whether risk regulation responses to hypothetical external threats (Study 1)
generalize to real contexts of regulating risk when faced with an external threat (Study 2).
Study 1
Study 1 aimed to establish whether external events that strain relationships differentially
affect the self-protection goals of people with low (vs. high) self-esteem. To examine this,
participants were randomly assigned to envision themselves in one of two threatening scenarios
or to a control condition and report on their motivation to self-protect and connect with their
partner. I hypothesized that people facing a health or financial threat would exhibit stronger
relational self-protection goals than those who were not threatened. Moreover, I predicted selfprotection to be highest when facing a financial threat relative to health threats. In contrast,
people with high self-esteem would not differ in their self-protection goals across conditions
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relative to those with low self-esteem. Given that people with high self-esteem tend to be less
self-protective (Murray et al., 2001; 2003; 2008), no predictions were made regarding
motivational changes in self-protection for those with high self-esteem. In addition, no
predictions were made for connection motivations as the studies in this paper were primarily
interested in examining self-protection motivations.
Method
Participants
Six hundred thirty-two undergraduate students were recruited from Wilfrid Laurier
University via the Psychology Research Experience Program (PREP) during the Fall 2021
semester. PREP is an online experiment management system used to recruit student participants
in graduate and faculty research studies. Of the initial sample, 34 participants were removed for
not completing the study, 17 participants were removed for completing the study twice (i.e., the
duplicate data was removed), and 1 participant was removed for invariant responding (i.e.,
selecting the same value throughout the study). The final sample consisted of 580 participants
(financial threat condition: n = 191; health threat condition: n = 193; control condition: n = 195;
Mage = 19.45, SDage = 1.63). They were granted 0.25 PREP credits towards their course credit for
completing the study as well as in the case of withdrawal.
Inclusion criteria for the study consisted of participants being a student at Wilfrid Laurier
University as well as having been in a romantic relationship for a minimum of 3 months. Of the
sample, the majority were female (81.0%), but also included male (17.3%), gender non-binary or
gender non-conforming (0.9%), transgender male (0.3%), and other gender identities not stated
(0.5%). Additionally, the majority of the sample was Caucasian (66.8%), but also included Asian
(12.3%), African-American (5.4%), Middle Eastern (4.0%), East Indian (2.1%), Hispanic
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(1.6%), Indigenous (First Nation, Metis, Inuit; 0.7%), and other ethnicities not stated (7.3%).
Participants were primarily heterosexual (79.1%) with 13.3% identifying as bisexual, 2.9% as
undecided or questioning their sexual orientation, 1.2% identified as lesbian, 0.9% identified as
being gay, and 2.6% identified as an orientation not stated. The mean relationship length of
couples, in months, was 18.43 (SD = 1.27) with the majority exclusively dating their romantic
partner (81.0%), whereas others were casually dating their partner (i.e., seeing their partner and
others; 9.2%), cohabiting (6.9%), married (1.9%), or engaged (1.0%).
Participants in this study were recruited and run from the beginning until the end of the
Fall academic term. A post hoc power analysis was conducted using the linear multiple
regression fixed model, R2 deviation from zero for a regression model with 3 predictors (2 main
effects and an interaction) in GPower (Faul et al., 2009) to determine the ability to detect a
significant interaction between self-esteem and each of my conditions (N = 580;  = 0.05).
Statistical power for the probability of not making a Type II error was 0.82 for detecting small
effect sizes (f2 = 0.02), but exceeded 0.99 for detecting moderate (f2 = 0.15) and large effect sizes
(f2 = 0.35). This suggests that the sample size allows adequate power to detect a small effect and
more than adequate power to detect moderate to large effects given the size of my sample.
Procedure
Participants first completed a measure of their self-esteem before being randomly
assigned to one of two threat conditions or a third, control condition. In the financial and healththreatening conditions, participants were asked to read and imagine themselves in a hypothetical
scenario where their partner was experiencing a threatening financial or health-related situation
In the financial threat condition, participants were asked to imagine that they and their
romantic partner both got job offers in their field upon graduating from university in a new city.
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The couple decided to charge all of the moving expenses on the credit card, confident that their
new salaries would allow them to repay the debt quickly. However, participants read that their
partner was fired six weeks into their new lives. The vignette read that although the participants
were able to financially support themselves and their partner for a short time, the expenses begin
to accumulate and the situation became more serious. The vignette did not specify how long the
threatening financial situation had lasted.
Those assigned to the health threat condition were asked to imagine that their partner was
feeling ill and had gone to the hospital. Upon arriving at the hospital, participants read that they
had learned that their partner’s condition could be life-threatening and that the situation is quite
serious (all materials are reported verbatim in Appendix A).
Following this, participants completed a manipulation check, followed by measures of
self-protection goals, connection goals, and relationship quality. Participants in the control
condition were not presented with a threatening hypothetical scenario and instead completed
only the self-esteem and dependent measures. Participants were then thanked and debriefed.
Materials
Self-esteem. The Self-Esteem Scale ( = .90) is a 10-item self-report measure developed
by Rosenberg (1965) to assess one’s global self-worth by measuring both positive and negative
feelings about one’s self. Items in the scale include “I am able to do things as well as most other
people,” “I feel that I'm a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others,” and “All in all,
I am inclined to feel that I am a failure.” Participants were asked to indicate on a 4-point Likert
scale how much they agree or disagree with each statement ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to
4 (strongly agree; see Appendix A).
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Hypothetical Scenario Threat Items. I created eleven items to assess how effective the
manipulation of external threat was. Two items ( = .73) examined how applicable participants
perceived the scenario to be (i.e., “Does the following scenario apply to you?” and “Have you
experienced a similar situation with your partner in the past?”). Five items examined
participants’ concern from themselves ( = .88; e.g., “Does the scenario make you feel scared?”,
“Does the scenario make you feel threatened?”, “Does the scenario make you feel worried?”),
whereas two items examined how concerned they were for their partners ( = .82; i.e., “Does the
scenario make you feel distressed for your partner?” and “Does the scenario make you feel
worried about your financial situation/partner’s health?” Two items examined relationship
concerns ( = .76, i.e., “Does the scenario make you question your relationship with your
partner?” and “Does the scenario make you hesitant about the future of your relationship?”).
Participants responded to these items on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (definitely not) to
5 (definitely yes). These items were not shown to control participants, who did not read a
scenario prior to completing the dependent measures (See Appendix A).
Self-protection and Connection motivations. The Self-Protection and Connection
Goals scale developed by Murray and colleagues (2008) is an 18-item questionnaire including
two subscales measuring the strength of people’s self-protection ( = .82) and connectedness
goals ( = .79). The self-protection goals subscale includes 12 items assessing people’s
preoccupation with avoiding negative, costly, or hurtful experiences in their relationships. (e.g.,
“In general, I am focused on preventing negative events like this from happening in my
relationship,” “I often think about situations like this and the kind of relationship partner I am
afraid my partner might become,” “When I think about the future of my relationship, I think
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most about the bad things that might happen, such as the situation above”)1. The connection
goals subscale includes six items tapping into people’s desire or wish to develop and focus on the
positive and desirable aspects of their relationship (e.g., “I often think about how I will achieve
my goals for maintaining a satisfying relationship, despite what has happened,” “I typically focus
on the strengths I hope to build in my relationship in the future so we are better able to handle
situations such as this,” and “I spend a lot of time thinking about happy times and memories in
our relationship during times like this”). Participants responded to these items on a 9-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 9 (completely true; See Appendix A). Participants were
instructed to read each of the statements and rate the extent to which it describes how they would
feel about their romantic relationship in the scenario they had read about. The scale’s reliability
is consistent with the literature with Cronbach’s alpha values in prior research being equal to or
greater than .81 for connectedness goals and equal to or greater than .90 for self-protection
(Emery & Finkel, 2021; Murray et al., 2008; Sinclair et al., 2016).
Relationship quality. Relationship quality was used to infer connection and selfprotection goals on the basis that when goals are activated, goal relevant objects are evaluated
more positively (Touré-Tillery & Fishbach, 2014). Participants were asked to complete the
Inclusion of The Other in the Self Scale (Aron et al., 1992). This scale assesses feelings of
closeness by asking participants to indicate how close the respondent feels with another person
by selecting one of seven pairs of progressively overlapping circles (1 = no overlap to 7 = most
overlap). I also measured relationship satisfaction and commitment (Rusbult, 1983). Satisfaction
items ( = .88) include “I feel satisfied with our relationship,” “My relationship is much better
than others’ relationships,” and “My relationship is close to ideal.” Commitment items ( = .87)

1

The self-protection and connection goal sub-scales were reworded and adapted to measure self-protection and
connection motivations in the specific scenarios I created, rather than general relationship motivations.
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include “I want our relationship to last for a very long time,” “I am committed to maintaining my
relationship with my partner,” and “I want our relationship to last forever.” Participants
responded to these items on a 9-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (do not agree at all) to 9
(agree completely). As closeness, satisfaction, and commitment are all components that
contribute to the quality of one’s relationship, all three measures were standardized and
aggregated together to create an overall index of relationship quality ( = .92). Aggregated
measures have been found to improve validity and lead to higher correlations among variables
(Cheek, 1982; Liska, 1990).
Results
Analytic Strategy
To test the hypotheses, I conducted hierarchical regression analyses on each of my
dependent variables. I included experimental condition (coded as dummy variables with the
control condition as the common reference group) and mean-centred self-esteem in the first step
of the model, and the two-way interaction between these variables in the second step of the
model. Simple effects of significant interactions were explored using Hayes’s PROCESS v. 3.5
macro Model 1 (Hayes, 2017). Zero-order correlations between all continuous variables are
reported in Table 1 (See Table 1). A summary of regression analysis for Study 1 including
unstandardized B, standard error (SE), t-values, and p-values are reported in Table 2 (See Table
2).
Hypothetical Scenario Threat Items
I first examined the efficacy of my manipulations by examining perceptions of threat.
Results revealed that participants found the health threat condition (M = 1.90, SD = 1.09) to be
more applicable to them than the financial threat condition (M = 1.58, SD = .83), t(382) = -3.23,
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p < .001, d = .97, 95% CI [-.52, -.13]. It is notable that participants generally perceived both
threat situations to be low in applicability, as it is unlikely that an undergraduate population
would have much opportunity to cope with a partner’s financial or health crisis.
Similarly, participants in the health threat condition reported feeling more concern from
themselves (M = 4.05, SD = .87) than those in the financial threat condition (M = 3.65, SD =
1.06), t(382) = -4.00, p < .001, d = .97, 95% CI [-.59, -.20]. Those in the health threat condition
also reported feeling greater concern for their partner (M = 4.40, SD = 1.00) compared to those in
the financial threat condition (M = 3.77, SD = 1.16), t(382) = -5.75, p = .005, d = 1.08, 95% CI [.85, -.42]. However, participants in the financial threat condition (M = 2.36, SD = 1.13) felt
greater concern for the future of their relationship compared to those in the health threat
condition (M = 1.84, SD = .93), t(382) = 5.00, p < .001, d = 1.03, 95% CI [.32, .72] (See Table
3).
Self-Protection Goals
Analysis of participants’ inclination toward self-protection revealed a main effect of
experimental condition. As predicted, those in the financial threat condition (M = 4.67, SD =
1.43) reported stronger self-protection goals, than control participants (M = 4.19, SD = 1.22), b =
.45, SE = .12, t(578) = 3.69, p < .001, 95%CI [.21, .68]. Similarly, those in the health threat
condition (M = 4.65, SD = 1.35) were more self-protective than control participants, b = .41, SE
= .12, t(578) = 3.43, p < .001, 95%CI [.18, .65]. However, contrary to my prediction, the two
threat conditions did not significantly differ from one another, b = .03, SE = .12, t(578) = .27, p =
.789, 95%CI [-.21, .27], indicating that the specific type of external threat did not influence selfprotection motivations. There was also a main effect of self-esteem on self-protection goals such
that those lower (vs. higher) in self-esteem reported stronger self-protection goals, b = -1.11, SE
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= .09, t(578) = -12.50, p < .001, 95%CI [-1.28, -.93]. Contrary to my hypothesis, there were no
significant interactions between self-esteem and experimental condition (control vs. financial
threat, b = -.24, t(578) = -1.07, p = .285, 95%CI [-.67, .20]; control vs. health threat, b = .08,
t(578) = .38, p = .707, 95%CI [-.34, .50]; financial vs. health threat, b = .32, t(578) = 1.52, p =
.130, 95%CI [-.09, .73]; See Figure 1).
Connection Goals
Analysis of participants’ motivation to connect with their partner revealed a main effect
of experimental condition. Those in the financial threat condition (M = 6.67, SD = 1.36) reported
decreased connection goals relative to control participants (M = 6.99, SD = 1.27), b = -.31, SE =
.13, t(578) = -2.37, p = .018, 95%CI [-.56, -.05]. However, those in the health threat condition
(M = 6.96, SD = 1.19) did not significantly differ from those in the control condition, b = -.02,
SE = .13, t(578) = -.14, p = .887, 95%CI [-.27, .23]. The two threat conditions significantly
differed from one another, b = -.29, SE = .13, t(578) = -2.22, p = .027, 95%CI [-.54, -.03] such
that those in the health threat condition reported greater connectedness goals than those in the
financial threat condition There was also a main effect of self-esteem on connectedness goals
such that those lower (vs. higher) in self-esteem reported weaker connection goals, b = .30, SE =
.13, t(578) = 3.24, p = .001, 95%CI [.12, .47]. There were no significant interactions between
self-esteem and experimental condition (control vs. financial threat, b = -.10, t(578) = -.41, p =
.679, 95%CI [-.56, .37]; control vs. health threat, b = -.13, t(578) = -.56, p = .578, 95%CI [-.58,
.32]; financial vs. health threat, b = -.03, t(578) = -.14, p = .891, 95%CI [-.47, .41]; see Figure 2).
Relationship Quality
Analysis of the quality of the participants’ relationships with their partner revealed that
those in the financial threat condition (M = -.04, SD = .81) did not report increased relationship
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quality relative to control participants (M = -.12, SD = .87), b = .09, SE = .08, t(578) = 1.05, p =
.294, 95%CI [-.07, .25]. However, compared to the control group, those in the health threat
condition (M = .15, SD = .72) did report increased relationship quality, b = .28, SE = .08, t(578)
= 3.41, p < .001, 95%CI [.12, .44]. The two threat conditions did significantly differ from one
another, b = -.19, SE = .08, t(578) = -2.35, p = .019, 95%CI [-.35, -.03] such that those in the
health threat condition reported greater relationship quality than those in the financial threat
condition. There was also a main effect of self-esteem on relationship quality such that those
lower (vs. higher) in self-esteem reported lower relationship quality, b = .15, SE = .06, t(578) =
2.61, p = .009, 95%CI [.04, .70]. There was a significant interaction between self-esteem and
experimental condition (control vs. health threat, b = -.29, t(578) = -1.97, p = .049, 95%CI [-.57,
-.00]; and financial vs. health threat, b = -.32, t(578) = -2.27, p = .024, 95%CI [-.59, .04], but not
between control vs. financial threat, b = .03, t(578) = .23, p = .821, 95%CI [-.26, .32]).
Simple slopes analysis using Model 1 of PROCESS V3.5 (Hayes, 2017) was used to
determine the effect of experimental condition at 1 SD above and below the mean of self-esteem.
This analysis revealed that among LSEs, there was a significant difference between the control
compared to the health threat condition, b = .27, t(579) = .44, p < .001, 95%CI [.21, .66] and
between the financial threat and the health threat condition, b = -.37, t(579) = -3.27, p = .001,
95%CI [-.59, -.15], such that those in the health threat condition felt that their relationship was of
higher quality than those in the control and financial threat conditions. For HSEs, relationship
quality did not significantly differ among conditions (p’s > .312). Self-esteem was positively
associated with relationship quality in the control condition, b = .25, SE = .11, t(579) = 2.30, p =
.022, 95%CI [.04, .46] and financial threat condition, b = .28, SE = .10, t(579) = 2.76, p = .006,
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95%CI [.08, .48], but did not predict relationship quality in the health threat condition, b = -.04,
SE = .10, t(579) = -.39, p = .698, 95%CI [-.23, .15]; See Figure 3).
Discussion
The first hypothesis of the present study proposed that people facing a health or financial
threat would exhibit stronger relational self-protection goals than those who were not threatened
at all. This prediction was supported as people reported stronger self-protection goals when they
imagined experiencing a financial or health threat with their partner compared to control
participants. However, contrary to my prediction, the two threat conditions did not significantly
differ from one another, such that people did not engage in greater self-protection in the financial
threat condition compared to the health threat condition. This suggests that people engage in selfprotection due to experiencing an external threatening situation with their partner and not
because of the specific type of external threat.
These results provide preliminary evidence that external threats, considered by Murray et
al. (2008) to be less immediate, can directly activate self-protection goals. This is inconsistent
with Murray et al.’s (2008) theorizing that self-protection goals become activated indirectly due
to heightened connection goals when a threat arises from factors external to the relationship (i.e.,
when the threat is less immediate). Murray et al.’s (2008) theoretical model assumes that selfprotection goals are activated for both internal and external relationship threats, albeit activated
in different ways. As seen by the heightened self-protection goals in the external threat
conditions relative to the control group, but no difference in connection goals, threats “external”
to one’s relationship world may have a more direct effect on self-protective motivation than
previously suggested.
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Additionally, the results demonstrated a main effect of condition on connectedness goals
such that those in the financial threat condition reported decreased connection goals relative to
control participants and those in the health threat condition reported greater connection goals
relative to the financial threat condition. However, those in the health threat condition did not
significantly differ from those in the control condition. This pattern of results further suggests
that when facing an external threat, self-protection may not be activated indirectly through
heightened connection goals as previously assumed by the risk regulation model. That is, people
in the financial threat condition reported decreased connection goals and greater self-protection
goals. This suggests that external threats can directly activate self-protection goals independent
of heightened connection goals, which is inconsistent with Murray et al.’s (2008) assumption of
risk regulation for less immediate external threats.
There was also a main effect of condition on relationship quality, such that compared to
the control group and the financial threat condition, those in the health threat condition reported
increased relationship quality. This is consistent with past health literature finding healththreatening situations to bring couples close together (Dorval et al., 2005; Préau et al., 2011).
Couples who feel close to their partner will likely perceive the quality of their relationship to be
high.
As expected, those low in self-esteem were more motivated to self-protect compared to
those high in self-esteem. This is consistent with prior literature finding chronic low self-esteem
to be linked to lower trust (Murray et al., 2015), lower relationship commitment and quality (Erol
& Orth, 2016; Robinson & Cameron, 2012), and lower relationship satisfaction (Brassard et al.,
2015; Righett & Visserman, 2018; Murray et al., 2013), as well as insecurity (Arikewuyo et al.,
2021; Martins et al., 2015). If people with low self-esteem do not feel secure, valued, or
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confident in their partner’s regard, they are more motivated to self-protect against the possible
risk of rejection.
Contrary to my second hypothesis, that among those facing external threats (i.e., a
financial threat or a health threat), those with low self-esteem would be more self-protective than
those with high self-esteem, condition did not significantly interact with self-esteem to influence
self-protection. Specifically, low self-esteem people were found to self-protect more than high
self-esteem people in all conditions. This suggests that the extent to which people seek to selfprotect against the pain of relationship loss in the face of external relationship threats may not
depend on a person's chronic self-esteem. That is, people with low self-esteem are motivated to
engage in self-protection regardless of the presence of an external threat.
In terms of external threats, the intensity rather than the type of threat may be a factor.
For example, people reported greater connection goals in the health threat condition compared to
the financial threat condition as well as greater relationship quality in the health threat condition
compared to the financial threat condition. That is, when their partner is facing a life-or-death
situation, (i.e., when the intensity or severity of the threat is high), perhaps people are more
inclined to connect with their partner, indirectly influencing relationship quality. This also aligns
with the findings from the manipulation threat items that people in the financial threat condition
were more concerned with the future of their relationship compared to those in the health threat
condition but those in the health threat condition were more concerned for their partner. If people
are more concerned with the future of their relationship, it is unlikely that the quality of their
relationship is high.
Although no significant interactions were found when examining the effects of selfesteem and condition on connectedness goals, there were significant interactions between self-
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esteem and experimental condition on relationship quality. Among people lower in self-esteem,
those in the health threat condition felt that their relationship was of higher quality than those in
the control condition and the financial threat condition. Although there was no significant effect
of condition among those high in self-esteem, high self-esteem people reported slightly higher
relationship quality in the health threat condition compared to the financial and control
conditions as well. A potential explanation for this finding could be that threatening health
situations offer more opportunities for people lower in self-esteem to assist their partner. Murray
et al. (2009) has suggested that those lower in self-esteem behave in ways that heighten their
partner’s dependence on them (e.g., bringing their partner their medication). Such dependencepromoting behaviours make people lower in self-esteem indispensable to their partner (Murray et
al., 2009) and thus, is likely to heighten relationship quality for those lower in self-esteem.
Limitations
A limitation of this study is that only one specific threat scenario for each threat type was
examined. Additionally, the threats in this study differed in the severity of the stressor. Filing for
bankruptcy, for example, although perhaps still not equivalent to a life-threatening situation, is
much more severe and would have been a more comparable financial threat. On that premise,
while imagining having to file for bankruptcy with one’s partner may have been a more
comparable threat to the health threat used in this study, the hypothetical scenarios were
designed with the aim for them to be applicable to undergraduate students. Additionally, by only
creating one specific threat example for each threat condition, the study was unable to
exhaustively examine self-protection within varying threat intensities and severities for both
financial and health threats, limiting the generalizability of the results. Future research should
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examine self-protection among those low in self-esteem across varying threat severities and
threat types.
Another limitation is that the sample for Study 1 consisted entirely of undergraduate
students. The hypothetical scenarios designed for Study 1 were created to capture real and
probable financial and health situations that the undergraduate participants may experience with
their romantic partners in their lives. Participants reported a moderate amount of concern in the
threatening conditions. However, they still rated both the financial and health hypothetical
scenarios to be low in applicability, perhaps because they have had fewer opportunities to
experience a partner’s serious financial or health concern. Thus, the findings from Study 1 may
not be an accurate representation of risk regulation among people with low self-esteem. For more
generalizable results, Study 2 examined a participant sample that is more representative of the
general population.
Study 2
Study 2 aimed to address some of the main limitations of Study 1 by examining
participants’ responses to an external threat that they had experienced with their partner. Rather
than rely on hypothetical scenarios like in Study 1, Study 2 asked participants to recall a time in
their life when they had experienced a financial or health concern with their partner. Participants
were asked to write about the experience recalling how they felt, what they thought, and how
they reacted to the situation at the time the event had occurred. As hypothetical scenarios require
participants to think in terms of anticipated behaviours and future intentions rather than actual
behaviour, the reflective recall manipulation in Study 2 allowed us to examine self-protective
motivations for real-world financial and health-threatening experiences that couples have
experienced.
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Method
Participants
One thousand twenty-eight study attempts were recorded from Amazon Mechanical Turk
(MTurk). To be eligible to participate, participants must have been in a current romantic
relationship for a minimum of three months. Participants were also required to be 18 years or
older and a resident of the United States, have an approval rate of greater than or equal to 95%,
and have at least 100 HITS approved. Of these attempts, 138 participants were removed due to
incomplete data and 542 bots were removed across the three conditions 2. Bots were identified as
any illegible or internet pasted responses in the written component of our study. Four participants
were removed from the financial threat condition due to participants writing about a health
concern. Five participants were removed from the health threat condition due to writing about a
financial concern 3, and 1 participant was removed from the health threat condition for discussing
a health concern they themselves had faced instead of a health concern their partner had faced.
Participants who had left their written components blank were included in the final sample as no

2

Of the 542 bots, 111 bots were removed from the control condition, 227 bots were removed from the financial
threat condition, and 204 bots were removed from the health threat condition.
3
The inclusion criteria for Study 2 stated that to participate, participants must have had a romantic partner who has
experienced a financial and/or health threat in the past. Participants who met these criteria were later randomly
assigned to describe a financial concern, a health concern, or to the control group. I surmise that the few participants
who did not follow instructions may have done so because they had experienced only one of these particular
concerns. In the absence of a recollection consistent with the instructions, they may have chosen to write about the
inconsistent event that had made them eligible for the study rather than drop out of the study prematurely. While this
explanation is speculative, any participant who wrote about a type of threat other than what they were assigned to
describe was removed from the final sample.
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written component was initially added to the first 75 participants in the control condition 4,5,6. The
final sample consisted of 338 participants (financial threat condition: n = 90; health threat
condition: n = 108; control condition: n = 140; Mage = 41.97, SDage = 106.89). They were
compensated $1.00 USD for completing the study as well as in the case of withdrawal.
Of the sample, the majority were male (54.7%), but also included female (45%), and
other gender identities not stated (0.3%). Additionally, the majority of the sample was Caucasian
(84.9%), but also included African-American (8.3%), Asian (3.0%), Hispanic (2.1%), Middle
Eastern (0.3%), and other ethnicities not stated (1.5%). Participants were primarily heterosexual
(79.9%) with 17.8% identifying as bisexual, 0.9% identified as lesbian, 0.6% identified as being
gay, and 0.9% identified as an orientation not stated. The mean relationship length of couples, in
months, was 67.85 (SD = 93.33) with the majority of couples being married (58.0%), exclusively
dating their romantic partner (20.1%), while others were casually dating their partner (i.e., seeing
their partner and others; 10.1%), cohabiting (7.4%), or engaged (4.4%).
Using the effect size (f2 = 0.03) found in Study 1, an a priori power analysis using this
effect size and an alpha of 0.05 indicated that a sample of 577 participants would be needed to
achieve 95% power in a regression model with 3 predictors (2 main effects and an interaction).
Although the initial number of attempts for Study 2 was large, bots and incomplete data left a
total sample of 338 participants. Thus, a post hoc power analysis was conducted using the linear

4

15 participants in the control condition, 3 participants in the financial condition, and 3 participants in the health
condition left the open-ended response blank. These participants were included in the final sample as the written
component for the control condition was used to check for bots and not needed for the study. The blanks in the
financial and health conditions were included as removing the participants would not have altered the results.
5
Due to the first 75 attempts in the control condition not completing an open-ended response, duplicate latitude and
longitude coordinates were examined to identify bots. None of the 75 attempts were removed or deemed problematic
data as only four coordinates were from the same location. Of the four duplicate coordinates, none contained
duplicate IP addresses and were thus included in the final sample.
6
The data was also analyzed excluding blank open-ended responses (N = 317). Results were virtually unchanged
and thus are consistent with the analysis reported here.
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multiple regression fixed model, R2 deviation from zero for a regression model with 3 predictors
(2 main effects and an interaction) in GPower (Faul et al., 2009) to determine the ability to detect
a significant interaction between self-esteem and each of my conditions (N = 338;  = 0.05).
Statistical power for the probability of not making a Type II error was 0.76 for detecting an
effect at 0.03. This suggests that the sample size for Study 2 allows adequate power to detect a
small effect given the size of my sample.
Procedure
Participants first completed the measure of self-esteem ( = .87) used in Study 17 before
being randomly assigned to one of two threat conditions or a third, control condition. In the
financial and health-threatening conditions, participants were asked to respond to an open-ended
question regarding a time when they had experienced a threatening financial or health-related
situation with their partner. In the financial threat condition, participants were asked to recall a
time when their partner had experienced financial strain or a financial threat. Those assigned to
the health threat condition were asked to recall a time in their life when their partner had
experienced a health threat or concern (all materials are reported verbatim in Appendix B).
Participants in the threat conditions were then asked to write about the experience, that is, to
recall what had happened, what had led to the situation, if the threat had caused any positive or
negative outcomes in their relationship, as well as how they felt, what they thought, and how
they reacted to the experience at the time of the event occurring. This open-ended response was
designed to induce threat and impact participant responses throughout the rest of the study.

7

The self-esteem, self-protection and connection measures, as well as the relationship quality measure used a 7point scale in Study 2 to keep consistency across scales.
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Following this, participants completed an experience recall check, followed by measures
of self-protection goals ( = .85), connectedness goals ( = .79), and relationship quality ( =
.89) used in Study 18. Participants in the control condition were not initially asked an open-ended
question to recall a financial or health-threatening experience and instead completed only the
measure of self-esteem followed by the dependent measures. However, following the first 75
participants completing the control condition (i.e., self-esteem followed by the dependent
measures), control participants were randomly assigned to one of the two threat conditions where
they were only asked to complete the open-ended question, recalling a time in their life when
they had experienced a health threat or financial threat with their partner. This additional openended question, after completing the questionnaires in the control condition, was strictly to
identify bots within the control group. Participants were then thanked and debriefed.
Materials
Experience recall check. Four items assessed the participants’ ability to recall the
threatening experience. Of the four questions, two questions examined recall difficulty ( = .99)
such as “How difficult was it to recall the experience?” and “Was it difficult to recall a negative
financial or health experience?” and two questions examined how well they remembered the
experience ( = .99) such as “How easy was it for you to remember specifics in the experience?”
and “How well are you able to recall the experience?” Participants responded to these items on a
7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (extremely difficult) to 7 (extremely easy). These recall

8

Perceived partner commitment ( = .82; See Appendix B) was examined as an additional dependent measure but
will not be discussed further. A main effect of self-esteem was found, b = .66, SE = .04, t(337) = 16.42, p < .001,
95%CI [.58, -.74] but not condition (control vs. financial threat, b = .06, SE = .11, t(337) = .54, p = .592, 95%CI [.16, .28]; control vs. health threat, b = -.01, SE = .12, t(337) = -.05, p = .958, 95%CI [-.22, .21]; financial vs. health
threat, b = .07, SE = .12, t(337) = .56, p = .577, 95%CI [-.17, .30]). There was no two-way interaction between
condition and self-esteem (control vs. financial threat, b = -.16, t(337) = -1.49, p = .137, 95%CI [-.36, .05]; control
vs. health threat, b = -.05, t(337) = -.47, p = .637, 95%CI [-.23, .14]; financial vs. health threat, b = .11, t(337) =
1.08, p = .282, 95%CI [-.09, .31]).
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measures were to determine if participants remembered the situation and experience accurately
enough to respond to questions regarding the situation and their reactions at the time (See
Appendix B).
Results
Analytic Strategy
As in study 1, to test my hypotheses, I conducted hierarchical regression analyses on each
of my dependent variables. I included experimental condition (coded as dummy variables with
the control condition as the common reference group) and mean-centred self-esteem in the first
step of the model, and the two-way interaction between these variables in the second step of the
model. Simple effects were explored using Hayes’s PROCESS v. 3.5 macro Model 1 (Hayes,
2017). Correlations between all continuous variables are reported in Table 4 (See Table 4). A
summary of regression analysis for Study 2 including unstandardized B, standard error (SE), tvalues, and p-values are reported in Table 5 (See Table 5).
Experience Recall Checks
I first examined the participants’ ability to recall the threatening event by examining how
difficult it was for participants to recall the threatening experience as well as participants’ ability
to remember details of the experience and their feelings in the situation. Results revealed that
participants in the financial (M = 3.07, SD = 1.68) and health threat conditions (M = 3.25, SD =
1.65) did not significantly differ in how difficult the threatening experience was to recall, t(196)
= -.77, p = .443, d = 1.66, 95% CI [-.65, .29]. Similarly, participants in the financial (M = 2.81,
SD = 1.63) and health threat conditions (M = 2.69, SD = 1.58) did not significantly differ in their
ability to remember the experience and their feelings in the situation, t(196) = .51, p = .614, d =
1.60, 95% CI [-.34, .57] (See Table 6).
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Self-Protection Goals
Analysis of participants’ inclination toward self-protection did not reveal a main effect of
experimental condition. Unlike in Study 1, those in the financial threat condition (M = 4.03, SD
= 1.19) did not report stronger self-protection goals than control participants (M = 4.28, SD =
1.09), b = -.08, SE = .12, t(337) = -.64, p =.520, 95%CI [-.31, .16]. Similarly, those in the health
threat condition (M = 4.05, SD = 1.13) were not more self-protective than control participants, b
= -.01, SE = .11, t(337) = -.08, p =.936, 95%CI [-.23, .21]. The two threat conditions did not
significantly differ from one another, b = -.07, SE = .12, t(337) = -.54, p = .589, 95%CI [-.31,
.18]. Replicating the effect of Study 1, there was a main effect of self-esteem on self-protection
goals such that those lower (vs. higher) in self-esteem reported stronger self-protection goals, b =
-.66, SE = .04, t(337) = -15.70, p < .001, 95%CI [-.74, -.58]. There was a significant interaction
between self-esteem and experimental condition for control vs. health threat, b = .24, t(337) =
2.46, p = .014, 95%CI [.05, .44]), but not between control vs. financial threat, b = .10, t(337) =
.95, p = .344, 95%CI [-.11, .32] or financial vs. health threat, b = .14, t(337) = 1.32, p = .187,
95%CI [-.07, .35].
Simple slopes analysis using Model 1 of PROCESS V3.5 (Hayes, 2017) was used to
determine the effect of experimental condition at 1SD above and below the mean of self-esteem.
Data analysis revealed that among LSEs, there was a marginally significant difference between
LSEs in the control compared to the health threat condition, b = .28, t(338) = 1.79, p = .074,
95%CI [-.03, .59], such that those in the control condition engaged in greater self-protection
compared to the health threat condition. For HSEs, there was again a marginally significant
difference between HSEs in the control compared to the health threat condition, b = -.27, t(338)
= -1.68, p = .094, 95%CI [-.58, .05], however, those in the health threat condition engaged in
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greater self-protection compared to the control condition. Self-esteem significantly predicted
self-protection goals in the control condition, b = -.78, SE = .07, t(338) = -10.93, p < .001,
95%CI [-.92, -.64], financial threat condition, b = -.68, SE = 08, t(338) = -8.28, p < .001, 95%CI
[-.84, -.52], and in the health threat condition, b = -.54, SE = .07 t(338) = -7.79, p < .001, 95%CI
[-.67, -.40] (Figure 4), such that low (vs. high) self-esteem people were more self-protective.
Connectedness Goals
Analysis of participants’ inclination toward connection to their partner did not reveal a
main effect of experimental condition. Those in the financial threat condition (M = 5.56, SD =
.93), b = .00, SE = .11, t(337) = .03, p = .973, 95%CI [-.22, .23] as well as those in the health
threat condition (M = 5.52, SD = .93), b = -.06, SE = .11, t(337) = -.52, p = .602, 95%CI [-.27,
.16] did not differ to control participants (M = 5.47, SD = .83). Additionally, the two threat
conditions did not significantly differ from one another, b = .06, SE = .12, t(337) = .51, p = .614,
95%CI [-.17, .29]. There was a main effect of self-esteem on connectedness goals such that those
higher (vs. lower) in self-esteem reported higher connection goals, b = .29, SE = .04, t(337) =
7.26, p < .001, 95%CI [.21, .37]. There were no significant interactions between self-esteem and
experimental condition (control vs. financial threat, b = .13, t(337) = 1.19, p = .234, 95%CI [-.08,
.33]; control vs. health threat, b = .10, t(337) = 1.00, p = .317, 95%CI [-.09, .28]; financial vs.
health threat, b = -.03, t(337) = -.28, p = .777, 95%CI [-.23, .17]; See Figure 5).
Relationship Quality
Analysis of the quality of the participants’ relationships with their partner did reveal a
main effect of experimental condition. Those in the financial threat condition (M = .02, SD =
.89), b = .05, SE = .09, t(337) = .59, p = .555, 95%CI [-.13, .24], did not significantly differ from
those in the control condition (M = -.14, SD = .67), however those in the health threat condition
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(M = .16, SD = .87), b = .17, SE = .09, t(337) = 1.96, p = .051, 95%CI [-.00, .34] did marginally
differ from control participants. In addition, the two threat conditions did not significantly differ
from one another, b = -.12, SE = .10, t(337) = -1.21, p = .229, 95%CI [-.31, .07]. There was a
main effect of self-esteem on relationship quality such that those higher (vs. lower) in selfesteem reported greater relationship quality, b = .39, SE = .03, t(337) = 11.83, p < .001, 95%CI
[.33, .46]. There were no significant interactions between self-esteem and experimental condition
(control vs. financial threat, b = -.03, t(337) = -.32, p = .755, 95%CI [-.20, .14]; control vs. health
threat, b = .07, t(337) = .91, p = .362, 95%CI [-.08, .23]; financial vs. health threat, b = .10,
t(337) = 1.16, p = .245, 95%CI [-.07, .26]; See Figure 6).
Discussion
Study 2 aimed to address some of the main limitations in Study 1 while examining a
participant sample more representative of the general population. Contrary to the first hypothesis,
that people facing a health or financial threat would exhibit stronger relational self-protection
goals than those who were not threatened, a main effect of experimental condition was not
found. Unlike in Study 1, results in Study 2 showed that recalling an external threat did not
influence self-protection motivations. Those in the financial, as well as the health threat
condition, did not report heightened self-protection goals relative to control participants, nor did
the two threat conditions differ from one another. Consistent with this finding, there was no main
effect of condition on connectedness goals. These inconsistent findings across the two studies
may be indicative of the fact that Study 1 and Study 2 contained two different threat
manipulations. Whereas Study 1 used hypothetical scenarios in which participants were asked to
imagine themselves in the scenario at the present point in time, Study 2 asked participants to
recall a threatening event. As the threatening event is something that the participants have
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already experienced an unspecified time ago, the manipulation used in Study 2 may have been
less threatening than that used in Study 1. By asking people to recall a threatening event from the
past rather than envision one occurring in the present, it could be that participants have less need
to self-protect because they were farther removed from the event, or they had already processed
it, and thus the threat was more muted. In addition, it is plausible that the people who had to
recall a negative threatening event may have remembered the event as being more positive or
less distressing than it was for them. Research has found that how long ago the event occurred
can influence evaluations of past positive and negative events with negative emotions
diminishing the further back the event had taken place (Williams et al., 2014).
Additionally, there was a main effect of condition on relationship quality, such that
participants in the health threat condition reported increased relationship quality compared to
control participants, although this was found to be marginally significant. This finding is
consistent with Study 1 and prior literature that found that couples who have experienced a
health threat together report that the threatening experience strengthened their relationship,
brought them closer to their partner, and heightened their feelings of relationship quality (Drabe
et al., 2013; Dorval et al., 2005; Préau et al., 2011).
Consistent with prior literature finding self-esteem to influence how protective or
connective a person is in romantic relationships (Murray et al., 2006; 2008), Study 2 results
revealed a main effect of self-esteem across self-protection goals, connection goals, and
relationship quality. This finding is also consistent with the results of Study 1 that those low in
self-esteem were more motivated to self-protect and less motivated to engage in connection
compared to those high in self-esteem.
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In line with my second hypothesis, condition did significantly interact with self-esteem to
influence self-protection. However, contrary to my second hypothesis that people with low selfesteem would show heightened self-protection goals in the threat conditions relative to those in
the control condition, results showed that low self-esteem people in the control condition
engaged in greater self-protection than low self-esteem people in the health threat condition. This
finding suggests that, although low self-esteem people are engaging in greater self-protection
overall, perhaps they are not as motivated to engage in self-protection after they and their partner
have already experienced a health threat. Among those high in self-esteem, self-protection goals
were marginally higher for those in the health threat condition compared to the control condition.
This finding is inconsistent with the risk regulation literature, which has found high self-esteem
people to be more confident in their partner’s regard and affirm their relationship when faced
with relationship threats (Cavallo et al., 2010; Murray et al., 2006; 2008). Thus, additional
research is needed to address these empirical contradictions as this set of studies is the first to
assess external relationship threats on self-protective motivations. Additionally, no significant
interactions were found when examining self-esteem and condition on connectedness goals.
Although there were no specific hypotheses made regarding self-esteem and condition on
relationship quality, Study 2 found no significant interactions on relationship quality. This was
inconsistent with the findings of Study 1, such that low self-esteem people in the health threat
condition felt that their relationship was of higher quality than those in the control condition and
the financial threat condition. As stated previously, this finding could be due to the two studies
using different threat manipulations. The hypothetical scenarios in Study 1 provided participants
with a vivid threatening scenario to imagine themselves in at the present point in time. Study 2,
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in contrast, relied upon participant recall of a threatening event and consequently, may have
resulted in the manipulation being less severe and threatening.
General Discussion
The present research examined how external threats affect interpersonal risk regulation
processes. In Study 1, I examined low self-esteem people’s proclivity to connect or self-protect
when faced with an external threat that is outside of their control, as well as whether connection
or self-protection differ as a function of the type of external threat one faces. I found preliminary
evidence that threats external to one's relationship world, considered by Murray et al. (2008) to
be less immediate, can directly activate self-protection goals and not just indirectly activate selfprotection through heightened connection goals as previously assumed. Additionally, selfprotection motivations were not found to differ as a function of external threat type. I also found
that self-esteem was not more predictive of self-protection motivations when experiencing an
external threat. Specifically, people with low self-esteem were found to have stronger selfprotection goals in all conditions compared to those high in self-esteem regardless of imagining
experiencing an external threat. Low self-esteem participants were also found to perceive their
relationship to be of higher quality in the health threat condition compared to the control and the
financial threat conditions. This finding is consistent with the finding that participants were more
concerned for their partner in the health threat condition compared to the financial threat
condition and more concerned with the future of their relationship in the financial threat
condition compared to the health threat condition. People are less likely to view their relationship
positively if they are concerned about their relationship lasting. The two-way interaction for
relationship quality as well as the threat item results are also consistent with prior health and
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financial literature that finds that health threats strengthen relationships (Préau et al., 2011) and
financial threats destabilize relationships (Grable et al., 2020; Schmid, 2022).
Prior theorizing on risk regulation has assumed that when a threat arises from factors
external to one’s relationship world, people are motivated to seek comfort and connection from
their partner (Murray et al., 2006, 2008). This aligns with evolutionary and attachment theorists'
assumption that when faced with a dangerous or threatening experience, people are motivated to
seek intimacy and comfort from close others to increase the chances of reproductive success and
the likelihood of survival (Bowlby, 1969/1982; Murray et al., 2008). Based on the risk regulation
model, self-protection goals are assumed to be activated by heightened connection goals.
However, results from Study 1 do not support this assumption. Study 1 findings suggest that
external threats may activate self-protection goals directly, as seen by the heightened selfprotection goals but decreased connection goals in the financial threat condition. The finding that
self-protection goals may be directly activated by an external threat is a novel contribution to the
risk regulation system and advances our knowledge of risk regulations for external threats.
Study 2 addressed some of the main limitations of Study 1 while also examining a
participant sample that was more representative of the general population. Building upon Study
1, in Study 2, threat was manipulated by asking participants to recall a time in their life when
they had experienced a financial stressor or a health concern with their partner. The present
studies focused specifically on threats to one's partner in order to avoid the threat manipulation
directly activating self-threats. Contrary to the results found in Study 1, I found that recall of an
external threat did not influence self-protection motivations. Although participants were asked to
recall how they felt at the time that the threatening experience occurred, recall of the threatening
experience may have resulted in a less effective threat manipulation. In addition, self-protection
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motivations did not differ as a function of external threat type. In contrast to Study 1, self-esteem
moderated the relationship between condition and self-protection motivations. Specifically, low
self-esteem people in the control condition engaged in greater self-protection than low selfesteem people in the health threat condition. This finding is inconsistent with Study 1 and prior
research finding self-protection motivations to be higher in threatening situations relative to nonthreatening situations (Murray et al., 2002; 2001). Murray et al. (2008) have suggested that
diminished executive control or experiencing an additional cognitive load (i.e., a cognitively
demanding situation) could usurp people's ability to regulate risk. However, it is unlikely that
asking participants to recall a threatening experience increased participants' cognitive load
similar to that of completing a mentally strenuous task. Self-protection motivations were also
found to be higher in the health threat condition compared to the control condition for those high
in self-esteem. Contrary to Study 1, self-esteem did not moderate the relationship between
condition and relationship quality.
In line with the risk regulation literature (Murray et al., 2008), self-protection and
connection goals were not correlated in either Study 1, r(579) = -.03, p = .417, or Study 2, r(337)
= -.09, p = .102. This may suggest that self-protection goals and connection goals are orthogonal
of one another. Indeed, risk regulation theorizing proposes that it is possible for self-protection
and connection goals to be concurrently strong, thereby creating tension that must be resolved to
enact a behavioural response. That is, being highly motivated to self-protect may not mean that
the motivation to connect is lowered. For instance, in a correlational study examining the
conflicted motivations to connect or self-protect in people lower in self-esteem, Murray et al.
(2008, Study 1) found that longer lasting relationships, where the objective reason to trust one’s
partner was greater, predicted heightened desires to focus on the strengths of one’s relationship
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and promoted connection behaviours. However, these heighted desires to connect did not
diminish the concerns about being vulnerable with one’s partner and the potential risk of
rejection for those lower in self-esteem (Murray et al., 2008, Study 1). That is, for those lower in
self-esteem, greater relationship longevity also predicted stronger self-protection motivations
(Murray et al., 2008, Study 1). This suggests that, in line with the correlational results found in
the current studies and the risk regulation model’s theory of competing goals, self-protection
goals and connection goals may be heightened simultaneously, creating a unique motivational
tension of wanting to establish close bonds by seeking intimacy and closeness while
simultaneously not wanting to feel rejected or vulnerable (Murray et al., 2006; 2008). This
tension may be heightened for people lower in self-esteem as their experiences, which should
foster interdependence, may not be sufficient enough to abate their motivation to self-protect
(Murray et al., 2008).
Theoretical Implications
This research extends existing theorizing and contributes not only to the risk regulation
literature but also to the self-esteem and interpersonal relationships literature more broadly. Risk
regulation theory predominantly examines and approaches interpersonal risk as the possibility of
rejection, focusing on threats central to one’s self-esteem (Murray et al., 2001; 2006; 2002). Low
self-esteem people are more sensitive to rejection and are thus more likely to respond to or
perceive rejection in many of the activities surrounding their romantic relationships (Arikewuyo
et al., 2021). This type of risk (i.e., risk associated with internal self-threats) may be one of the
reasons why self-esteem differences have become central to the risk regulation theory (Emery &
Finkel, 2021). However, romantic couples must contend with various types of relationship
threats, including threats that may not impact their self-esteem (i.e., self-threats) but impact their
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relationship as a whole. Based on prior risk regulation literature, the present research
hypothesized that self-esteem would interact to influence self-protective motivations when
experiencing an external relationship threat. However, the study’s findings suggest that selfesteem is not more predictive of self-protection motivations when experiencing an external
threat. This suggests that self-esteem may not influence the extent to which a person seeks to
self-protect against the pain of relationship loss to the same degree that it might for an internal
threat, as previously suggested by past literature (Murray et al., 2008).
In addition, past risk regulation and attachment literature has suggested that when faced
with an external threat, people will be motivated to connect and seek closeness to their partner
(Bowlby, 1969/1982; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2002; Murray et al., 2008). However, the present
findings did not support this assertion. Results from the current research suggest that external
threats can activate self-protection goals directly, and not only indirectly through heightened
connection goals as previously suggested by Murray et al. (2008). Although Murray et al.’s
(2008) risk regulation model assumes that self-protection goals can be indirectly elicited through
connection goals that arise from non-immediate threats (i.e., threats external to one’s relationship
world), the present findings suggest that the effect of threat on self-protection may be more direct
than previously assumed. As experiencing external threats requires dependence on and trust in
one’s partner as well as vulnerability and risk in the face of possible rejection, the present
findings are important for furthering our knowledge and understanding of regulating
interpersonal risk for external threats and suggest that future research is needed to explore risk
regulation goal motivations in more depth.
The present studies also augment risk regulation theorizing while highlighting a
limitation of prior research. Specifically, the current research adds to the existing literature by
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examining a specific pathway of the risk regulation model that was previously untested. The link
between risk and the motivation to connect reflects the functionalist argument that the best way
of managing a dangerous world with threatening external stimuli is to seek connection to others
who will meet one’s needs (Bowlby, 1969/1982; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2002; 2003; Murray et
al., 2008). However, prior interpersonal risk regulation research has focused exclusively on
internal threats despite findings from health and financial literature suggesting that such external
threatening events can have ramifications on one’s romantic relationship (Dew et al., 2012;
Harden et al., 2006). Health and financial concerns are common stressors experienced by
romantic couples, with the link between romantic relationships and mental and physical health
concerns as well as romantic relationships and financial strain being well documented (Beck et
al., 2013; Braithwaite et al., 2010; Dew, 2008; Sharabi et al., 2016; Valente et al., 2021).
Across the literature, there is a consensus that health stressors such as heart failure
(Mårtensson et al., 2003; Rohrbaugh et al., 2009), cancer diagnosis (Drabe et al., 2013; Hasson‐
Ohayon et al., 2010; Langer et al., 2003; Valente et al., 2021), as well as mental health diagnosis
(Robinson et al., 2005) are major stressors for romantic couples (Hagedoorn et al., 2008).
Specifically, health research has reported partners to be as distressed and anxious as patients
(Bultz & Carlson, 2005; Janssens et al., 2003) with various studies finding romantic partners to
be more distressed than patients (Langer et al., 2003; Moser & Dracup, 2004; Nordin et al.,
2001). Similarly, financial concerns (i.e., debt) also pose as a major stressor for romantic couples
with couples reporting financial distress to be one of their top stressors in daily life (Dew, 2008).
Research has found financial resources to reduce stress within relationships (Ono, 1998).
Therefore, it is not unexpected that financial concerns have been linked to marriage
destabilization and instability (Papp et al., 2009; Schmid, 2022; Ward et al., 2021), increased
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anxiety and depression (Bialowolski & Weziak‐Bialowolska, 2021; Butterworth et al., 2012;
Marshall et al., 2021), lower levels of marital satisfaction and marital quality (Archuleta et al.,
2011; Dew & Xiao, 2013; Gudmunson et al., 2007; Stewart et al., 2017), as well as higher rates
of marital distress and divorce (Dew, 2011; Dew et al., 2012). Thus, although the above studies
demonstrate the impact external threats can have on interpersonal relationships, the present
research represents one of the first empirical examinations of external threats on interpersonal
risk regulation.
Given the important role self-protection and connection motivations have on the
longevity, quality, and gratification of romantic relationships, the current studies are essential in
examining how common threats experienced by couples affect interpersonal risk regulation,
especially in people with low self-esteem. As those low in self-esteem are more sensitive to cues
of rejection, they are more likely to respond to or perceive rejection in many of the activities
surrounding their romantic relationships (Arikewuyo et al., 2021), such as external relationship
stressors. However, the results suggest that self-esteem may not influence self-protection
motivations to the same extent as internal threats. In addition, the findings suggest that external
threats can activate self-protection goals directly and not only indirectly through heightened
connection goals as previously suggested by Murray et al. (2008). Furthermore, the current
research findings support Murray et al.'s (2008) theorizing that self-protection goals can be
elicited by non-immediate threats, although the present findings suggest that the effect may be
more direct than assumed. Thus, this research adds to our knowledge of how people regulate risk
to common relationship threats not associated with their self-worth or self-view as well as
improves our understanding of the role of self-esteem in external risk regulation and our
knowledge and conception of the risk regulation model.
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Limitations and Future Directions
Although specific limitations have been discussed, there are general limitations in the
present studies worth noting to address in future research. One limitation in the studies may be
the manipulated induction of threat. Using hypothetical scenarios in Study 1 and threat
experience recall in Study 2, the present studies were unable to examine self-protection
motivations for momentary threats. Whereas Study 2 attempted to capture self-protection
motivations for external threats that the participant had experienced with their partner, recalling
the threatening event may have influenced the results. That is, by reflecting on a negative
experience that occurred in the past, participants may no longer be engaging in self-protection as
the participant is farther removed from the negative experience and may have already processed
the event. To address this limitation, a naturalistic diary study would be valuable in examining
how people with low self-esteem exhibit self-protective behaviours in response to momentary
threats in daily life. This would allow researchers to more thoroughly examine interpersonal risk
regulation in people with low self-esteem as the threatening situations occur.
A second limitation of the current research is that threat severity was not closely
examined. By examining only one threat example for each threat type along with creating the
threat scenarios with varying levels of severity in Study 1 and excluding questions regarding the
level of distress or severity of the threatening experience in Study 2, conclusions made from the
results of these studies cannot be generalized to varying threat intensities within a type of threat.
For instance, self-protection motivations will likely not be the same for someone whose romantic
partner has the flu compared to someone whose romantic partner has been diagnosed with
cancer.
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In addition, although the present research conceptualized threats as internal versus
external threats, this distinction is less prominent when couples are more interdependent. For
example, couples who are married are typically more interdependent and depend on each other to
a greater extent than couples who have only been dating for several months. A financial concern
to an interdependent couple such as one partner losing their job would be financially stressful for
both partners as they are likely to manage their finances together. In a financial instance such as
that, a financial threat while external in this scenario would impact both partners directly making
the distinction between internal and external threats less well defined. Likewise, although a
health threat originates as an individual threat targeted to one person in the couple, the health
threat would also affect their partner as the threat would lead to relationship ramifications.
Although the current research aimed to examine self-protection and connection goals triggered
by relationship threats that were focused on one’s partner to not activate a self-threat in someone
with low self-esteem, the findings regarding risk regulation may not be generalizable to all
couples with varying levels of interdependence. Thus, future research would benefit from
examining the extent to which people view threats to their partner as well as threats with
relationship ramifications as being external to them.
The present studies provide a foundation for continued research examining risk
regulation for external relationship threats. To more thoroughly examine external threats, future
research would benefit from a pilot study analyzing threats external to one's relationship world.
Specifically, a study in which participants can list and rank threats external to their relationship
that they find most concerning in their daily life. A pilot study such as this would allow
researchers to investigate external threats more comprehensively and precisely assess threats that
romantic couples find most distressing. In addition, it would be advantageous for future risk
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regulation and interpersonal relationship research to further differentiate individual and
relationship threats. Although stressors can have individual and relationship repercussions, it
may be informative to examine risk regulation in romantic relationships for threats with and
without relationship implications on those with high or low self-esteem. Specifically, it may be
informative to examine whether those with low self-esteem regulate risk by engaging in greater
self-protection in their relationship if the threat does not have negative relationship implications.
Conclusion
The present studies represent the first empirical attempt at testing Murray et al.’s (2008)
assumption that external threats elicit interpersonal risk regulation goals. Specifically, how
external threats affect romantic behaviours, particularly in people with low self-esteem.
Although the results of the two studies were inconsistent, they reveal that further research is
necessary to broaden our understanding and knowledge of the effects of external threats on
interpersonal risk regulation and relationship behaviours. Moreover, the present research
provides preliminary evidence that external threats directly activate self-protection and may not
only active self-protection through heightened connection goals as previously assumed. This
research provides a step toward better understanding interpersonal risk regulation for external
forces as well as the impact of external relationship threats. By examining how relationshipthreatening events influence self-protective responses among those with low self-esteem, this
research contributes to interpersonal risk regulation theorizing and broadens our knowledge on
relationship threats and self-esteem by delving deeper into how external forces affect people with
low self-esteem and their relationships as a whole.
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Figure 3
Study 1: Simple Slopes of Threat Type Predicting Relationship Quality for 1 SD Below the Mean
of Self- Esteem and 1 SD Above the Mean of Self-Esteem (* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001)
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Mean of Self- Esteem and 1 SD Above the Mean of Self-Esteem (* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p <
.001)
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Figure 6
Study 2: Simple Slopes of Threat Type Predicting Relationship Quality for 1 SD Below the Mean
of Self- Esteem and 1 SD Above the Mean of Self-Esteem (* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001)
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Appendix A
Study 1 Hypothetical Scenarios, Threat Items, and Measures
Hypothetical Financial Scenario to Manipulate Threat
You and your partner have been talking about your plans for after graduation for a while
now. You are both excited to start your lives together after university and it seems like
everything is falling into place. You both get jobs in your field straight out of university.
However, you and your partner will have to move to a new city for your new jobs. Since your
jobs are close in distance your partner suggests that you both find a place and move in together.
You know how much this means to your partner, so when they ask you to move with them, you
say yes. You and your partner put the expenses on your credit cards because the salary from your
new jobs is pretty good. You have discussed it and plan to pay it off as soon as possible once you
are both settled, but six weeks into your new lives together, your partner is fired from their job.
You can keep both you and your partner afloat with your salary but not for long. You not only
need to pay off the expenses from moving, but you also need to pay your monthly bills. Your
phone, water, and electricity bills start plying up and you begin to fall further and further behind
on your rent. What started as a fun new adventure in your life seems to have taken a turn and you
begin to realize how serious the situation is.

Hypothetical Health Scenario to Manipulate Threat
You just finished your two hour psychology lecture. You hadn’t checked you phone so
that you wouldn’t be distracted in class but as you leave you see that you have five missed calls
from your partner. Your partner knows that you had class, so it is odd that they would be calling
you. You call them back as soon as you leave the lecture hall. When your partner picks up the
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phone, you ask them what is up and if they are okay. Your partner tells you that they had been
feeling abdominal pain over the last few days. They hadn’t wanted to say anything to you about
it because they did not want you to worry but they tell you that today the pain was excruciating
and had decided to go to the hospital. Before you can ask what hospital your partner is at, they
tell you that you do not need to come because it is probably nothing. After a few minutes, your
partner relents and tells you what hospital they are at so that you can meet them there. When you
get to the hospital, you speak with the doctors and find out that your partner has volvulus. The
doctor explains that this is what happens when your intestine twists around itself or the tissue
that holds it in place. The knot blocks food and liquid from passing through and may even be
tight enough to cut off blood flow. The doctor explains that is life-threatening and may cause
death if they do not operate on your partner soon. Once you finish speaking with the doctor, you
realize that your partner was wrong, this is not nothing, this is extremely serious and they could
have died.

Hypothetical Scenario Threat Items
1. Does the following scenario apply to you?
2. Have you experienced a similar situation with your partner in the past?
3. Does the scenario make you feel worried for your partner?
4. Does the scenario make you question your relationship with your partner?
5. Does the scenario make you feel scared?
6. Does the scenario make you feel threatened?
7. Does the scenario make you feel concerned?
8. Does the scenario make you feel anxious?

EXTERNAL THREATS ON ROMANTIC BEHAVIOUR

77

9. Does the scenario make you feel distressed for your partner?
10. Does the scenario make you hesitant about the future of your relationship?
11. Does the scenario make you feel worried about your financial situation?
12. Does the scenario make you feel worried about your partner’s health?

Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965)
1. I feel that I am a person of worth, at least on an equal basis with others
2. I feel that I have a number of good qualities.
3. All in all, I am inclined to think that I am a failure.
4. I am able to do things as well as most other people.
5. I feel that I do not have much to be proud of.
6. I take a positive attitude toward myself.
7. On the whole, I am satisfied with myself.
8. I wish I could have more respect for myself.
9. I certainly feel useless at times.
10. At times I think I am no good at all.

Connection and Self-Protection Scale (Murray et al., 2008)
1. Even with what has happened, I am focused on promoting good events in my
relationship.
2. I often think about how I will achieve my goals for maintaining a satisfying relationship,
despite what has happened.
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3. In general, I am focused on preventing negative events like this from happening in my
relationship.
4. I often imagine myself experiencing the bad things that I fear might happen in my
relationship, such as this situation.
5. I frequently think about how I can prevent troubles such as this situation in my
relationship.
6. I worry that I will do something that creates problems in my relationship, leading to a
situation similar to this.
7. My major goal in my relationship is to avoid being a failure as a romantic partner,
especially in situations like this.
8. I often worry that I will fail to accomplish my goals for maintaining a satisfying
relationship.
9. I am anxious that I will fall short of my responsibilities and obligations to my partner.
10. I often think about the kind of relationship partner I am afraid I might become in the
future.
11. I typically focus on the strengths I hope to build in my relationship in the future so we are
better able to handle situations such as this.
12. I am always trying to think of new things my partner and I can do together.
13. When I think about the future of my relationship, I think most about the bad things that
might happen, such as the situation above.
14. I often think about situations like this and the kind of relationship partner I am afraid my
partner might become.
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15. I spend a lot of time thinking about happy times and memories in our relationship during
times like this.
16. I worry about how badly I would feel about myself if this relationship were to end.
17. I think most about the strengths I see in our relationship and our ability to handle these
situations.
18. I think a lot about the weaknesses I see in myself as a romantic partner.

Inclusion of the Other in the Self Scale (Aron, Aron, and Smollan, 1992)

Commitment Sub-scale from the Investment Model Scale (Rusbult, 1983)
1. I want our relationship to last for a very long time.
2. I am committed to maintaining my relationship with my partner.
3. I would not feel very upset if our relationship were to end in the near future.
4. It is likely that I will date someone other than my partner within the next year.
5. I feel very attached to our relationship, very strongly linked to my partner.
6. I want our relationship to last forever.
7. I am orientated toward the long-term future of my relationship (For example, I imagine
being with my partner several years from now).
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Satisfaction Sub-scale from the Investment Model Scale (Rusbult, 1983)
1. I feel satisfied with our relationship.
2. My relationship is much better than others’ relationships.
3. My relationship is close to ideal.
4. Our relationship makes me happy.
5. Our relationship does a good job of fulfilling my needs for intimacy, companionship,
emotional involvement etc.
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Appendix B
Study 2 Written Instructions, Recall Items, and Additional Measures
Open-Ended Response Instructions
On each of the following pages, you will be asked to discuss an event in your life that you have
experienced with your romantic partner. Try to remember the situation and recall how you felt,
what you thought, and your reaction. You will then be asked various questions pertaining to how
you experienced the situation and how it affected your outlook. Please do not identify your
partner by name when providing your response.

Financial threat:
Take a moment to think about you and your partner. Try to recall a time in your life when your
partner had experienced financial strain or a financial threat. Below, please tell us about the
experience (i.e., what happened? What had led to the situation? Did the financial threat cause any
positive or negative outcomes?). Try to remember the situation and recall how you felt, what you
thought, and your reaction.
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
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Health threat:
Take a moment to think about you and your partner. Try to recall a time in your life when your
partner had experienced a strain on their health or a health threat. Below, please tell us about the
experience (i.e., what happened? What had led to the situation? Did the health threat cause any
positive or negative outcomes?). Try to remember the situation and recall how you felt, what you
thought, and your reaction.
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________

Threat Experience Recall Items
1. How difficult was it to recall the experience above?
2. How well are you able to recall the experience above?
3. How easy was it for you to remember the experience above?
4. Was the experience above easy for you to recall?

Perceived Partner Commitment Adapted from the Commitment Sub-scale from the Investment
Model Scale (Rusbult, 1983)
1. Your partner wants your relationship to last for a very long time.
2. Your partner is committed to maintaining your relationship with you.
3. Your partner would not feel very upset if your relationship were to end in the near future.
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4. It is likely that your partner will date someone other than you within the next year.
5. Your partner feels very attached to your relationship, very strongly linked to you.
6. Your partner wants your relationship to last forever.
7. Your partner is orientated toward the long-term future of your relationship (For example,
they imagine being with you several years from now).

